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In many parts of the world, televised election debates are now a fixture of election campaigns. Despite this, our understanding of these broadcasts is largely shaped by research on the United States (for a discussion of recent literature on televised debates, see the next section). We know very little about how institutional variables, such as the system of government or party system, have shaped the format of election debates in specific national contexts. Elections are "a time when the selfrepresentation of the political system and the political class is expressed most clearly" (Mergel 2009: 256) . This is especially true in the case of election debates, which can be seen as manifestations of the choice the electorate faces. The way this choice is constructed and presented does not happen by accident, but is the product of a political environment. Yet we know very little about these processes. This is the gap this article aims to fill with a comparative study of the history of election debates in Australia, Canada, Germany and the United Kingdom. These countries are all established liberal democracies and advanced economies. Most importantly for our purposes, they are all parliamentary democracies that have held election debates for varying lengths of time.
The role of election debates in parliamentary democracies is particularly ambiguous.
In rejecting calls for election debates in the UK during her premiership, Margaret Thatcher argued that "We're not electing a president, we're choosing a government" (quoted in Cockerell 2010) . The implication of Thatcher's statement is that the seemingly presidential form of election debates, focused on party leaders and not the wider party platform, is alien to parliamentary democracy.
This article offers a different perspective. Drawing on the metaphor of speciation from biological science, it argues that televised debates in parliamentary democracies have evolved in response to environmental pressures. As a result, in many countries, they have taken a distinctive form defined by their relative openness to smaller parties that are unlikely to wield executive authority.
Existing Literature Relevant to Understanding Election Debates in

Parliamentary Democracies
Unsurprisingly, given their centrality to election campaigns in many countries, the study of election debates has produced a large body of research. Much of this work is in the "effects tradition" (Curran et al. 1982) , focusing on the influence of television debates on voters' decisions and thinking. The general consensus is that debates have only a limited impact on most voters' electoral preferences, with some evidence of influence on undecided voters. Stronger evidence exists that debates can have other effects, including voter learning and agenda setting (Benoit et al. 2003; Schrott 1990 ).
Effects research has been counterbalanced by more critical work. Some of this research has examined the rhetorical strategies employed by politicians, frequently being critical of the standards of argumentation employed (Marietta 2009; Siepmann 1962 ). Other researchers have critiqued the focus on debate winners, losers, and electoral impacts. Instead, they claim, it is more important to understand the role that debates play in democratic and civil life (Coleman 2010) . Recent years have seen a newer strand of literature emerging, focused on countries in the developed world with high levels of internet connectivity, examining how viewers now use two screens (the traditional television and a second internet-enabled device) to comment on broadcasts in real time (Anstead 2015; Anstead and O'Loughlin 2011; Elmer 2013) .
Debate research remains very US-centric. This is not to say that there are no studies of other countries (for the best overview of debates in various countries, see Coleman 2000) . However, as noted by McKinney and Karlin (2004) and Birdsell (2014) Debates, the organizers of US debates since 1988, spends a significant amount of its time advising other countries on best practice in debate organization (Minow and LaMay 2008) . This would seem to support the idea that the spread of televised debates is an example of Americanization.
There are, though, problems in seeking to understand televised debates as Americanization. First, discussion of Americanization does not just relate to substantive changes in electoral practice, but also functions as a discourse. This discourse is not neutral, but often negative. Rose (1974) argues that Americanization was used as an insult as far back as the 1830s, while Mergel (2009) notes that the term had developed negative connotations in Germany by 1900. Other writers note that contemporary use is frequently critical (Nielsen 2013; Nord 2001; Scammell and Semetko 1995) .
Second, the Americanization thesis has been critiqued for being overly simplistic. It has been argued that to focus on the role of the US example is to misunderstand the processes that are driving changing political communication practices. It is for this reason that some critics argue that the concept of modernization is rather more useful.
In this context, modernization is defined as "a wider, more general process that is producing changes in many societies, changes which are difficult to attribute to a single cause and which go far beyond politics and communication" (Swanson and Mancini 1996: 6) . Modernization theory is concerned with the changing patterns of economic, political and social life in advanced societies, and how this changes political communication practices.
However, both Americanization and modernization theories suffer from another problem when used for comparative analysis: they do not allow for distinctive national conditions in shaping electoral practices (Blumler and Gurevitch 2001) .
Writing about the UK, Kavanagh (1996) argues that British institutions, including the frequency of elections, the ban on televised advertising, and more disciplined and centralized political parties hold back the influence of the US example. More broadly, in their comparative study of 18 Western democracies, Hallin and Mancini (2004) argue that, while there is a general trend of convergence towards practices found in the US, national politics and culture continue to impose limitations on this process.
Criticisms of this kind have led to an alternative theory being proposed: hybridization.
In the context of political communication, hybridization is defined as the "merger of country and culture specific campaign practices with selected transnational features" (Esser and Strömbäck 2013: 292) . In practice, this means that different countries can be subjected to the same external pressures (the increased professionalization of politics, for example), but divergent outcomes will occur when these trends are combined with national factors (Plasser and Plasser 2002) .
Hybridization may seem like a more useful theoretical tool for understanding televised debates in parliamentary democracies. However, the metaphor of hybridization does have some important limitations. The use of the term is predated by two distinct ideas of the hybrid, coming from other areas of academic enquiry.
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In the first instance, the hybrid is an idea drawn from biological science. The first recorded use of the term in the mid-seventeenth century references the issue of a tame sow and a wild boar (Oxford English Dictionary 2015; for a discussion of etymology, see Chadwick 2013: 9-14) . In biology, a hybrid is the offspring of two different species. However, hybrids are normally sterile, unable to procreate further (Hine and Martin 2015) . 3 This makes the metaphor of hybridity problematic, as it suggests the moment of fission between the parents is also a moment of conclusion, leaving little room for development. In the case of televised election debates outside the US, where formats have changed over time, this assumption is not particularly useful.
More recently, the concept of hybridity has drawn interest in the social sciences, proving an attractive analytical tool for cultural and post-colonial studies, where it has been used to understand the movements of people, ideas and cultural products in a globalizing world. In this body of literature, the hybrid is produced by a process of continual cultural exchange and reinvention (Kraidy 1999) . There remain problems with employing hybridity as understood in this tradition for the analysis of election debates, however.
First, the history of the term when applied to human society is far from positive. Early usage reflected a nineteenth-century concern with racial purity and a fear of degradation (Young 2005) . This use lingers in the implication that hybrid cultural products are impure compared to the forms that preceded them (García Canclini 1995). Second, the cultural studies definition of hybridity focuses on deterritorialization (Kraidy 1999 ). This assumption is hardly surprising in literature influenced by globalization, but becomes problematic in the context of election campaigns, where national institutions retain significance. Finally, and in contrast to the biological hybrid, cultural hybridity is not static, but characterized by "ambivalence and nonfixity" (Mitchell 1997: 533) . While the format of election debates might change over time, there are also certain periods when they are fixed and institutionalized-they have rules regarding participation, for example.
If neither Americanization nor hybridity provide suitable theoretical frameworks for explaining election debates, we shall turn our attention elsewhere. Biological science does offer us an alternative metaphor: speciation. In biology, speciation is the process where a new species emerges (Berlocher 1998) . A full discussion of the various processes of speciation is beyond the scope of this article, but the metaphor is best illustrated by allopatric speciation. In this form of the process, a single species-a common ancestor-is divided by geography. The different environments the two groups inhabit create different evolutionary trajectories, driven by distinct logics of natural selection (White 1968 ).
The metaphor of speciation contains a number of assumptions. First, evolution is based on interaction between the species and the environment it inhabits. Over time, the latter shapes the former (Mayr 1963) . Second, speciation focuses on a process of separation, contrasting with hybridization's focus on fusion. Third, biologists think of speciation in terms of a "continuum of divergence" (Nosil 2012: 3) , meaning that it is a process that takes place over time, making it possible to find examples with degrees of divergence from the common ancestor.
These attributes make the metaphor of speciation a useful tool for understanding election debates in parliamentary democracies, and how they have evolved.
Employing the theory of speciation as a metaphor to understand changes in election debates has an important normative consequence: unlike the negative discourses associated with either Americanization or hybridity, speciation stresses the distinctiveness of televised debates, removing the historical connotations of alien imposition or lesser offspring of a purer form.
Applying the Theory of Speciation to Televised Election Debates
To apply the theory of speciation to televised debates in parliamentary democracies, an analysis of the development of broadcasts in the four case study countries is offered, focusing on the environmental pressures shaping them. Prior to this, though, two important general points are made.
First, speciation requires a single common ancestor. While it might not technically be the first election debate, 4 there can be no doubt that the 1960 Kennedy-Nixon broadcasts created the genre's mythology (Kraus 1962) . The Kennedy-Nixon contest continues to dominate popular and journalistic thinking about elections. Even as late as 2010, when the UK had its first election debate, it continued to be central to discussions: the Kennedy-Nixon debates were mentioned no fewer than 31 times in the national press during the election campaign.
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Second, it is worth considering some comparative data, especially the changing form of party systems in the case study countries.
[ Figure 1 about here]
[ Figure 2 about here]
Figures 1 and 2 show the effective number of political parties for seats won in the legislature and vote share respectively for the case study countries between 1965 and the present (for calculation, see Laakso and Taagepera 1979) . These data lead to two important conclusions. First, to varying degrees, party systems in the case study countries contain an increasing number of political parties achieving some electoral success. As we shall see, this has had profound consequences for election debates. Based on these broad requirements, the Green Party sued for access to televised debates in 1988. However, the courts ruled against them in 1993, on the grounds that the debates included parties from across the political spectrum, so were not partisan.
Provided this requirement is met, participation became a matter for broadcasters, in negotiation with political parties (Canadian Radio-Television and
Telecommunications Commission 1995).
The unfolding history of Canadian debates has been defined by three distinctive environmental features: a desire to reflect that Canada has an Anglophone and Francophone community; willingness to include smaller political parties (in this case, smaller parties being defined as those with seats in the legislature, but unlikely to hold any position in the executive, much less the premiership); and the development of informal rules for inclusion, as opposed to legal requirements for participation.
West Germany/Germany
West German citizens got their first taste of formal televised debates in 1972.
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Termed the Elefantenrunden ("elephant round") due to the large number of participants, the requirement for participation was for a party to hold a seat in the Bundestag prior to the election, although it should be noted that the German electoral system has a 5 per cent national vote share threshold for parties to be awarded list seats (Klingemann and Wessels 2001) . The Elefantenrunden system was clearly a product of West German politics. As one scholar writing on the history of televised debates in the country argued in 1990: "The parliamentary nature of the West German political system, the coalition structures of the government, and the multiparty nature of the system prevent a head-to-head meeting of the two Chancellor candidates" (Schrott 1990 : 570-1).
This comment was premature. Helmut Kohl used the dislocation in the party system Of the countries in this study, it is Australian debates that have evolved least during their existence, and this is not really surprising. As Figures 1 and 2 show, the effective number of political parties, measured both in terms of seat and vote share, has increased in recent decades. However, it has happened to a smaller degree than in the other countries in this study.
United Kingdom
The UK organized its first debate broadcasts in 2010. Elections prior to this had seen numerous abortive attempts to organize televised election debates (Mitchell 2000) . In 2010, though, the electoral arithmetic meant that all major parties believed they would gain from debates: the incumbent Labour Party was behind in the polls, while the opposition Conservative Party was not yet satisfied they could win a majority. As the third party, the Liberal Democrats always saw debates as a vital platform to raise their profile (Cowley and Kavanagh 2010: 147-8) .
After the first Prime Ministerial Debate (as the programmes were branded) was broadcast, it was the third party that seemed to have read the situation most accurately, with the Liberal Democrat's leader Nick Clegg deemed the winner in postbroadcast polls, and his party surging to unprecedented ratings (Wells 2015) . While the Liberal Democrats were not able to achieve these levels of support in the election itself, there is no doubt that the debates and the accompanying wave of "Cleggmania" played a pivotal role in shaping the course of the 2010 election campaign (Coleman 2010 ).
Partially because of this example, debate organization was more complex in 2015.
The central question was which parties should be invited to appear, due to changes in the UK party system since 2010. The clearest manifestation of this was the level of . Nonetheless, the Conservative critique was not completely irrational in the increasingly fractured UK party system. Following extended negotiations, the politicians and broadcasters agreed a new and complex series of programmes. In practice only one of these would be a true televised election debate featuring all the major protagonists -a seven-way debate including the leaders of the Conservatives, Labour, the Liberal Democrats, UKIP, the Greens, the SNP and Plaid Cymru.
Despite this complex party environment, the courts have not intervened in debate organization in the UK. In 2010, the SNP went to court to prevent election debates featuring the leaders of the major parties being broadcast in Scotland. The SNP argued that they were a major party in Scotland, but excluded from the highest profile event of the campaign. The broadcasters argued that the SNP did not warrant a place in the UK-wide debate, as they were standing in insufficient constituencies to form a majority government. Furthermore, the broadcasters argued that they were holding election debates especially for Scotland, featuring all relevant parties. The court ruled that broadcasters had made sufficient effort to give the SNP a platform, so there was no case to be answered (Smith 2010) . The idea that televised debates in UK are a private arrangement between the broadcasters and political parties is re-enforced by both the Electoral Commission and Ofcom (the UK's regulator of independent broadcasters) stating that they are not responsible for participation in debates (Electoral Commission 2013; Ofcom 2015) .
Of all the case study countries, televised debates in the UK have evolved at the most rapid rate. The fracturing of the UK party system between 2010 and 2015 created an environment that put huge pressure on a debate format that only offered a platform to the three largest parties. Ultimately, it was unsustainable.
Conclusion: Environmental Pressures on Television Debates in Parliamentary Democracies
Drawing on the metaphor of speciation, this article has examined the environmental factors that have shaped the evolution of televised debates in four parliamentary democracies. Three factors seem to warrant particular attention: country-specific events and trends, changes in party systems across all the case study countries, and the logic of parliamentary systems as distinct from presidential systems.
As is evident from the history of television debates in the four case study countries, evolution has frequently been driven by distinctive national circumstances. In Canada, multilingualism has indelibly shaped debate formats, while the rise of Celtic nationalism in the UK led to the inclusion of the SNP and Plaid Cymru in the 2015
debates. In Germany, reunification gave Helmut Kohl the excuse to refuse debates completely.
Beyond these country-specific environmental pressures, though, a broad pattern shared across all the case study countries is an increasing number of parties in the party system, measured either by seats won or national vote share. Correspondingly, in many of the case study countries, televised debates have included more
participants. This is a radically different trajectory to the US party system, which remains bipartisan, as do-in the vast majority of cases-US televised debates.
Based on the history of the case study countries, two arguments might challenge the claim that the development of multiparty politics is driving the evolution of debate Televised election debates in parliamentary systems therefore have a greater openness to multiparty participation and at least some recognition that parties have a claim to appearing based on winning seats in the legislature. It is for these reasons that we can talk in terms of a distinctive species of televised election debate.
There are limitations to this analysis. This kind of comparative work suffers from two problems: too few cases and too many variables (Hallin and Mancini 2004: 5 
1.
The dataset for this analysis was constructed by searching for the appearance of the phrases: "television debates" OR "election debates" OR "leaders debates" OR "Presidential debates" in Scopus. False positives were then removed to create the final dataset.
2.
It is worth noting that recent years have seen great interest in hybridity in another area of communication studies, with much discussion of a hybrid media system being forged through the interaction of old and new media (Chadwick 2013) . While not directly relevant to this study, this concept has been influential in debate research, especially on two-screen viewing.
3. This is generally, although not universally, the case. The most obvious example of a sterile hybrid is a mule, created by breeding a male donkey and a female horse. This is due to donkeys and horses having a different number of chromosomes. Plant hybrids are more likely to be fertile and able to reproduce than animal hybrids.
4.
As with all historical constructs of this kind, the truth is rather more complicated. Radio debates between primary candidates took place in 1948 and 1956 (Benoit 2002) . In terms of general elections, Sweden actually has a good claim to holding the first television debate, beating even the US. However, the format of this event was closer to a joint press conference, with candidates answering questions in turn (Coleman 1997: 9) .
5. These figures were calculated by using Nexis to search for "Kennedy" AND "Nixon" AND "debate" between April 6 to May 5, 2010, the formal period of the election campaign.
6. Some literature on the topic claims the 1969 election featured the first debate. This discrepancy appears to be because party leaders appeared together on regular news broadcasts in 1969, but not on a formal debate programme. Kleinsteuber (2005 Kleinsteuber ( ) states 1969 Baker and Norpath (1981) and Schrott and Lanoue (1992) Data from Brancati, 2015 
